Neurofilament and tubulin mRNA expression in Schwann cells.
Feeding of elemental tellurium to weanling rats blocks synthesis of cholesterol (a major component of myelin), and causes demyelination of the sciatic nerve. Expression of mRNA for myelin-specific genes in Schwann cells is downregulated. We now demonstrate specificity for Schwann cell injury in that expression of mRNAs for neurofilament subunits and for class II beta-tubulin (parameters sensitive to axonal injury) is unaltered in neurons of the dorsal root ganglia. An unexpected result was that in tellurium-treated rats there was marked upregulation of expression of mRNAs coding for the light and medium neurofilament subunits ("neuron-specific" proteins) as well as that for class II beta-tubulin (the major neuronal beta-tubulin isotype) in Schwann cells. Expression of these "neuronal" mRNA species was also detected in distal stumps of transected nerves at times when Schwann cells were undergoing dedifferentiation.